Pathology of sudden death during recreational sports activity: an autopsy study of 31 cases.
A growing number of people are involved in recreational physical activity. It is therefore not uncommon for a medical examiner to encounter sports-related sudden deaths and to be faced with the legal implications. The authors examined the clinical and cardiac pathologic patterns in 31 persons who died suddenly during sports activities and underwent autopsy at the Institute of Forensic Medicine of Paris between 1991 and 2001. Twenty-nine male subjects, ranging in age from 7 to 57 years (mean 30 years) and two female subjects, 8 and 60 years old, died suddenly during sports activities. The sports involved were various, with running the most frequent: 13 cases. Cardiomyopathies (10 cases) and coronary artery disease (9 cases) were the most frequent causes of deaths. Despite the severity of lesions, only 4 subjects had a known cardiovascular disease. In conclusion, with regard to prevention, efforts should be continued to improve the sensitivity and specificity of diagnostic tools and screening strategies. In this regard, medicolegal autopsies should be systematically performed in cases of sudden death during sports activities, because they provide accurate and useful information for a better knowledge of sports-related mortality.